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Mafia Queens of India is one of the most challenging books of my career. Well, every book is a challenge and quite an arduous task. I really sweat and really go through a tough time when I start a new project. Being a journalist for three decades, I thought writing comes to me naturally and easily, but actually, it’s not true. Sometimes building every single paragraph, a single page or a scene or an anecdote is quite a difficult thing. It is a major challenge for me, and a barrier that I have to surmount to finish the race. Much of the credit goes to my co-author.

With great pleasure, I announce that for the first time in my literary career, I have co-authored a book with Velly Thevar, to whom I’ve been married for thirty years. I have always been a big fan of husband-wife teams working in tandem, and in my field my friend Adrian Levy is very lucky to have an equally intrepid wife, Catherine Scott, as a co-author. This time I got my wish.

I have learnt so much from Velly in journalism, and in life, that her name should have been mentioned before mine on the cover of this book. But because I’ve reinvented myself as an author of multiple books, it has given me an edge over her in this sphere. The publishing think tank feels that the book will sell more if my name is listed first, and that is the only reason I’m taking the first lead on the cover. It was my honour to write this book with Her Highness, Velly Thevar.

Bahut Shukriya Badi Meherbani

Meri Zindagi Mein Huzoor Aap aaye.

This book narrates the stories of ten very different women from across the country, coming from diverse cultures, different milieu, and speaking different languages. They broke all the rules to achieve their goals which stemmed from a particular kind of evil. I have wanted to do this anthology ever since I started working on Mafia Queens of Mumbai. But I was too engrossed by my home turf at that time, and I thought it’d be better to first focus on Mumbai and then in the near future, move to Mafia Queens of India. Well, it took about fourteen years, and many more books, movies, and web-series before this journey could be completed.

The mafia women profiled here include a twenty-two-year-old drug lord, a matka queen who plotted the murder of her own husband, a woman who used Sharia to con and deceive gullible Muslim masses, and amassed a fortune of crores in the process. Whoever thought that a woman wearing a burkha would employ an army of maulanas who will keep giving verdicts in her favour!

And then there is Kusuma from the ravines of India, a bandit queen who was perhaps as big as Phoolan Devi, if not bigger. Shekhar Kapur’s Bandit Queen put Phoolan Devi in a different orbit. However, Kusuma’s arc of turning into a cunning and bloodthirsty woman is equally intriguing.

Then, there is one of my favourite characters, Baharo, who lived in the pre-independence era. For me, she is the Meena Kumari of Pakeezah. The Rekha of Umrao Jaan. She is a woman whose company every man would long for. Her personality, her language, and mannerisms had a hypnotizing effect. Combine this with all the innocence in the world. And mix it with all the venom of revenge, and you have a character that reveals new shades whenever you visit her mehfil. Her anger, frustrations, and vengeance find an outlet against a villainous cop. To stand up against the brutal and oppressive British police machinery, and seek justice not just for herself but also for the villagers of Amritsar was an act of courage.

This woman has not been much documented in history. But movies have been made about her in Pakistan by her adopted son. For some reason, she is a part of folklore and known as Baharo Machine. They say that Sanjay Leela Bhansali was inspired by her character when he made Heeramandi. I haven’t seen the series so far, but this character is my favourite because of the conflict brewing inside her. A woman cannot be so innocent and yet so dangerous at the same time. So soft and delicate, and yet so destructive. I got so fascinated by this character that I started seeing her in dreams, talking to her. Sometimes, I could hear her sing. I was totally in love with this character which is why I put her story towards the end. In Mafia Queens of Mumbai, Sapna Didi was my favourite character, but she was heroic. Hers was a more “filmy” story. In Baharo, I see a totally different character.

Another character who kept demanding my attention was Cleopatra. I promised her that I would never reveal her real name, and it is a promise I will keep. The woman has a character arc that begins as a girl who realized that her life was finished in the storm of Dhanushkodi. She was sold off to a brothel, but became a mastermind for don Varadarajan, who ultimately gave her refuge. Circumstances led her to a path of collision with a female drug peddler of the time, and she finally escaped to a mountainous village in Ajmer called Taragarh. I visited her several times, and for secrecy, I rented a car but drove it myself across narrow bends. If my family had known, they would have never permitted this.

Taragarh also houses a “dargah” which people visit for religious reasons. Cleopatra chose this location because she believed that the police would not come looking for her at such a place. At this place, she gained so much knowledge about Islam that when she later moved to Kerala, she used the same knowledge to ensure more than 150 brain-washed youth did not join the ISIS. For the stories of the women I wanted to narrate, there could not have been a better “sutradhaar” than Cleopatra. So I put her right at the beginning, but she stayed until the end.

I hope you, my readers, enjoy these stories. May you find your own favourites in these pages. I find their tales interesting in so many ways, and so does my editor and publisher. I have never seen Sayantan Ghosh so excited about any of my books before and for the kind of print run for the first edition. Sayantan was minutely involved in this project, which shows his dedication and commitment to bringing out Mafia Queens of India. Thanks, Mr Ghosh.

I could not have completed this book without the help of a few people. The first is Kashif Mashaikh. His natural talent for editing my manuscripts has gone from strength to strength since our association began in 2018. Whenever I need a sounding board for stories that are difficult to crack, I rope him in and he has never let me down. Thank you, Kashif, I wish you all the best. Onward and upward.

Poonam Agarwal from Delhi has researched several stories for this book. She displayed immense journalistic meticulousness when collecting documents from courts, police stations, and several other places. Thank you, Poonam.

Another find for me during this project is Kashif Kakvi from Bhopal. The kind of research he has done on some stories is just fabulous. His inputs brought much needed depth when it mattered. He has travelled far and wide to collect some of the minute details you read in the book. His efforts show what a gem he is. I hope to work with him more in the future.

Gautam Mengle, with his long hair and dreamy eyes, became my protege in 2008 when he started working with the newspaper I was heading. He helped me crack the conundrum of Cleopatra.

Yesha Kotak was instrumental in getting details on Iqra Qureshi, she gave me documents running into thousands of pages. This young journalist has grown to great heights. I wish her all the best.

Most importantly I am grateful to Krishna Kumar from Economic Times for bringing several of these women’s stories to my attention. I am indebted to him.

The book also took shape because of a lot of help from another journalist, N. Ganesh, formerly with Indian Express. He spent valuable time chasing for interviews with the relatives of Jaya Chheda, the matka queen. He also met several aggrieved persons who were duped by Nowhera. He frequently attended meetings organized at Azad Maidan where Nowhera Sheikh’s victims gathered to seek justice.

Researching and writing a book takes several years, and if I’ve missed naming someone I’ve leaned upon during this period, please accept my apologies and let me know in-person. I’ll do everything I can to make it up to you.

To all those I’ve mentioned, I do not have sufficient words of praise that I can use for you. The facts and accuracies in this book are yours. The mistakes are mine.
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Prologue

Inscrutable. Indecipherable. Mysterious. After three decades of marriage with my strongest critic, I thought I’d decoded them all. But surely, I was in for a shock as I was yet to see the most enigmatic woman I would ever meet.

Fourteen years ago, in these chaotic lanes of Mumbai, circa 2011, we were chasing a ghost, my intrepid co-author and I. More of a spectre. Her name was Papamani, the undisputed drug queen of Asia’s largest slum. We were very, very keen on writing about her for Mafia Queens of Mumbai. Fate, however, had other plans. I couldn’t find Papamani, but we did find something. A name. A paradox. People called her Akka. For us, she was an alluring mystery. Her name was whispered in conversations but no one was willing to talk about her.

Don’t ask me. Only Akka can help you.

You want to know about Papamani? Ask Akka.

Why are you asking me? Do I look like Akka to you?

Ultimately, I felt like I was against a dead wall. I began to wonder if this was an unknown legend that would never be demystified. I had never faced this kind of challenge tracing shady people even in foreign lands. Here in Dharavi, right in the heart of Mumbai, my own turf, I couldn’t trace one woman who virtually enhanced the power of Tamilian ganglord, Vardarajan Mudaliar, and undermined the growing might of Papamani. I collapsed on a nearby wooden bench, quite tired and frustrated.

A man stared at me without blinking for half a minute as if he had an answer for my problems. This man had been watching me for a long time and following me discreetly.

“Nooh Irfani,” he said finally. “If you’re so smart, find him. He will lead you to Akka.”

It took weeks of asking around before I could trace Irfani to a penthouse that overlooked the sea and all of Andheri West. The man had made quite a fortune. Marble floors, mirrored walls, oil paintings that weren’t prints, bodyguards prowling about.

I had used someone’s reference, one of those names that still buys five minutes of anybody’s time. When I entered his house, Irfani didn’t rise from his seat. He just nodded once. Perhaps he also wanted to see me in flesh and blood. I directly came to the point.

“I want to meet Akka. I heard she is alive,” I said.

He looked at me for a long moment.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because people in Dharavi still swear by her name and I want to know why,” I said.

He smiled then, as if proud of her.

“She lives in Kerala now.”

“I want to write about her.”

“I’ll tell her. But the ijaazat, the permission, can come only from her.”

A week later, I got a message. One word: “Tirthala.” I had never heard it before. A Hindu holy space, they said, though Kerala has hundreds of those. It is more accessible through Coimbatore in Tamil Nadu. When I reached Tirthala, green didn’t even begin to describe the place. This was like someone took all the colours of the Western Ghats and melted them into one valley. I was told to come on foot. Alone.

I walked several kilometers through jungle pathways and red mud roads. It was strangely peaceful. The air smelt like wet bark and pepper vines. At one turn, just before the slope gave way to a narrow plateau, I saw the house.

It was small but well-kept and stood at the edge of the village. Its cream walls caught the morning light. The tiled roof held steady through monsoons. Areca palms and jackfruit trees ringed the yard. Behind it rose the mountains, silent and majestic. She met me at the door. We exchanged pleasantries.

“We’ll talk later,” she said. “Come.”

We walked for a while, through a short trail that led to another clearing. There, at the edge of a sloped hill, was a concrete house. Inside was a stone platform. Pens and paper sat on it, untouched. The breeze was cool. The silence was heavy.

“This is Anisa,” she said, introducing the quiet young woman who came out of the kitchen as we entered. “Her rasam is better than your wife’s.”

I froze for a beat. She knew my wife’s name. Then, I smiled. If she could find out about me, she could also harm me whenever she wanted to. But she didn’t.

“Point well taken,” I said. “And just to prove you wrong, I’ll take that rasam too.”

People had called her many names. Some called her a survivor. Others called her ambitious. Yet, others thought she was an opportunist. I wanted to find a name for her, a woman whose erudition was like Aspasia, the teacher of Socrates, or her grace was like Sarah, the wife of Abraham from the Old Testament. But the first name that came to my mind, when I saw her, was… Cleopatra.

She was sixty years old when I first met her and at the time, she was lovelier than any woman I had seen. It was as if things like age, which affected all of us, didn’t have any effect on her.

I have never met such a charismatic and charming woman with such an inspiring and calming presence. It wasn’t just her looks. The way she carried herself, the way she spoke, the way the room lit up when she smiled… all of it could have launched a thousand battleships over and over again. They may refer to Helen of Troy but this Tamilian woman had features of Zeenat Aman in her prime. Perhaps Tamilian legends never age. Look at Hema Malini, she is still the dream girl she once was.

I shrugged off my thoughts and started focusing on what Cleopatra was saying. And so, she started telling me her story. I don’t know when the Arabian sea embraced the sun and the beautiful starlit night descended. Sometimes the clock stops ticking. It was one of those nights…

The Girl Who Lived, And Conquered

I was just a young girl in 1964, living in Dhanushkodi; a town that doesn’t exist anymore. That year, the sea rose with the wrath of God. A cyclone, unlike anything we’d ever seen before, slammed into the coast. They said the waves were thirty feet high. They said the train I was in never stood a chance. I didn’t need the newspapers to tell me. I was there. I saw the fearsome carnage that nature unleashed that fateful day.

I ran barefoot through water and wind, dragging old people by the arms, screaming at strangers to follow me. My clothes tore, my voice gave out, but I didn’t stop. I found a temple ruin, maybe just a crumbling wall or a half-broken pillar, and I made people huddle under it. I saw a little girl clinging to a thatched roof. I climbed, knee-deep in debris and corpses, and pulled her to safety. That night, the sky didn’t sleep. Neither did I.

By morning, the town was gone. Just gone. The sea had taken it all. My parents, my neighbours, my childhood. Everything.

I came back to Chennai with nothing but the echoes of the dead in my mind. I tried to study, to work. But there was nothing left. Nothing to do, nothing to live for. There was no future in whatever remained of Dhanushkodi.

“Go to Bombay,” they told me. “There’s opportunity there. There’s Thalaivar Varadarajan.”

I didn’t know then but those two words would shape my destiny. We boarded a train from Salem. Two, maybe three compartments crammed with villagers chasing the same dream. We arrived at Dadar like cattle. The station smelled of sweat, hope and ambition. I was seventeen. I had only one pair of clothes and fire in my veins.

We made our way to Dharavi. “Mini Tamil Nadu,” they called it.

But it was no Zion. The air reeked of deception and exploitation. I quickly saw the pattern: older women worked as domestic help, washing dishes and sweeping houses. The younger girls were groomed, dressed and drugged. Then, they were sold.

I knew that this was the fate that awaited me, and had no intention of meekly embracing it. For days on end, I haunted the large assembly-hall-like space where Varadarajan Mudaliar held court. It wasn’t easy getting an audience with him, and the journey to and from the place was fraught with pimps waiting to entrap me. They didn’t give up. Neither did I. It took weeks but finally I was in front of Varadarajan. The next moment, my knees hit the cold floor and I looked straight at him.

“You are my thalaivar. Save me,” I said.

He did. And that was the last time I ever got on my knees in front of anyone. Varada wasn’t very educated, but he was sharp. You could see it in his eyes. He wore his power like a second skin. When he asked what I could do, I said, “I can read, write and count.”

That’s how I became his accountant. In hindsight, I realize what a milestone it was, to be seventeen years old, and guarding the empire’s books. It didn’t take me long to see what others missed. And it was important that I be right about this, so I took my time, double- and triple-checking my findings before taking them to him.

“Someone on the inside is skimming off you,” I told him, once. “A whole chunk never reaches your hand.”

He looked at me long and hard. Then he asked me to explain. I did, breaking down every detail of his finances to him in simple words.

“I’ll look into it,” was all he said.

I left. In the days to come, I’d hear whispers of “strict punishment” meted out by Varada. But I never asked him what exactly he did with the information I gave him. And he never told me. From then on, whenever he looked at me, there was a new glint of respect in his eyes. I wasn’t just another girl he had rescued. I was useful.

Over time, I did more than just balance his books. I cooked for him. I narrated stories of old kings and empires to him from the books when the room was too quiet. I checked on him when he came home bruised from some street-level scuffle or betrayed by a man he trusted. I became his quiet shadow. His voice of reason. His balm. And the world noticed.

Years later, when that film Dayavan (1988) came out, people whispered that the girl Madhuri Dixit played was me. Let them whisper. They weren’t wrong.

His family didn’t like me, of course. I was an outsider, a girl with no name, no caste backing, no lineage. But Varada didn’t care. He’d brush them off with a grunt and a wave, and I never needed more than that.

Then came the liquor years. Y.C. Pawar had become the deputy police commissioner of Matunga-Dharavi zone and was tightening his grip. Raids, seizures, humiliation. Everyone was spooked. Business was going dry. It was during this time that Varada and I sat in his Matunga godown that smelt of old grain and wet dust. We were discussing the situation when suddenly Varada just looked at me and asked, “What would you do?”

“Stop the drugs. Stop selling the girls,” I told him. “Deal in less lethal things, not poison.”

It was too much for him to digest. He took his time. I was asking him to stop two profitable businesses and also incur extra cost on a third one. Those were the days when ethanol was mixed in hooch for extra kick. A lot of hooch was little more than ethanol mixed in cinnamon water. It sold like hot cakes because it was cheap. But it also killed the customer in months.

“But the margin?” Varada asked.

“Better a narrow margin than that kind of sin on your soul,” I said. “You are robbing them of their money. Don’t take their lives as well.”

He thought. And ultimately, he listened to me. While on one hand his illegal liquor business started rising, on the other hand, so did a young girl named Mahalaxmi Papamani. A girl with sharp teeth and no soul. She became a drug baron real fast. I kept my distance. She and I were never cut from the same cloth. She wanted empires built on the helpless addiction of the desperate. I wanted an empire built on control. And for good reason.

I had seen Dawood Ibrahim Kaskar walk into a room and lower his eyes before Varada. Back then he was just another hoodlum from Dongri. In time he would become India’s most wanted man, the architect of the 1993 Mumbai blasts, and a global fugitive with an Interpol red notice and a name on America’s list of designated terrorists. Yet in that moment, before Varada, he looked like a restless apprentice waiting for his turn. Dawood was much younger and hungry for power. He despised Haji Mastan, the tall and dapper smuggler who rose from the docks of Mumbai to become the first celebrity don, trading gold bars in daylight and dining with film stars. He was battling with the relatives of Karim Lala, the Afghan-born Pathan who ran the city’s gambling dens and moneylending rackets with the authority of an elder statesman of crime. But he showed reverence to Vardarajan.

They all did; Dawood, Chhota Rajan, and Arun Gawli. Rajan, once a cinema ticket-seller, would go on to become Dawood’s trusted lieutenant before turning into his deadliest rival, commanding shooters from Bangkok to Dubai. Gawli, the mill worker’s son, built his empire from the chawls of Byculla and transformed into a gangster-politician whose white Gandhi cap could not hide the blood on his hands. They paid their ehteram. Because Varada wasn’t just muscle. He was the law. And order. He was the system.

When he suggested that I should get married, I laughed. There was a Pathan I liked and almost adored. But I never told Varada. That part of my heart stayed locked. Instead, I told him something else.

“Be more than a don,” I said. “Be a messiah. The city is crying for someone to listen. Be their Robin Hood.”

He didn’t answer immediately. But I saw the idea take root. He liked the theatre of it; of sitting on a raised platform, hearing grievances, solving them with a nod or a gesture. And that’s how the darbar began.

And with it, began a new era in my life as well. I don’t remember exactly when it happened for the first time, but it was a significant event. The darbars quickly went from being assemblies where people asked for help, to informal courts, where disputes were brought to be settled. Property, money, disagreements… anything and everything was brought to the darbar.

It was during one such dispute between two men that I sensed the slightest of hesitation in Varada. I could tell that the one on the right was being honest. The one on the left, however, was talking too much and too fast, trying to confuse everyone with his gift of the gab. The psychology of a person who talks too much is that they do not want people to penetrate their defences.

I had to intervene. Not just because I felt that the man on the right deserved justice, but because one single instance of injustice could sully the reputation of these darbars forever. So I quietly took my dupatta and gently placed it over Varada’s right shoulder. I patted his shoulder twice to prevent him from reacting, and he got the message. His verdict was in favour of the man on the right.

The next evening onwards, I started keeping a napkin in my hands. And it became a practice. Without any discussion or debate. One day it wasn’t there. The next day, it was.

Then came the showdown with a top cop of the time. This one was ambitious and ruthless. He first asked Varada for money, not once, but thrice. Each time, Varada said the same thing: “I don’t pay those who already work for me.”

The cop didn’t take that lightly. He went after the liquor business. Day after day, case after case. I could see Varada getting worn down.

One day, fed up, Varada turned to me. “Should I finish him?”

“No,” I said. “Outplay him.”

And so we set the stage. Varada called a minister he knew. Then he called up the cop and said he was willing to pay. The cop reached the spot Varada had told him at the pre-decided day and time. I think it was a house near one of the five gardens of Matunga. And as soon as he took the money, the minister walked into the room. The cop froze. Trapped.

“No suspensions,” Varada told the minister. “Just tell him to stay out of my way.”

And just like that, the cop began folding his hands before Varada.

After a lot of pleading and cajoling, the cop made one request: “Make your Ganeshotsav pandal smaller. I need something to tell my seniors.”

Varada agreed. The next year, the pandal shrank by half. But our empire grew.

Varada eventually died in 1995, just two years after the city had changed forever due to the serial blasts of 1993, and the spate of encounter killings that followed. The underworld tore itself apart. And me? I was left alone.

That’s when Papamani returned. Taller. Colder. More powerful than ever. We sat across each other in a room filled with silence.

“You were always the brain behind his brawn,” she said. “Help me build something stronger.”

I didn’t trust her. But I couldn’t turn away either. Bombay was changing, and I had no place in the new order unless I carved it out.

So I gave her one suggestion. “Build yourself a ring of protection. Not men. Not hired guns. Hijras.”

She raised an eyebrow. Who hires eunuchs for protection!

“They are fierce like men,” I said. “And feared. But no one suspects them. No one searches them. And they are loyal, if you treat them with respect.”

It worked. Within months, Papamani was untouchable. Me? I watched it all unfold. The rise of the drug empress. The fall of every man who underestimated her. But I never joined her inner circle. I’d made my choices. I had enough blood on my hands but I’d also saved lives. Somewhere between sinner and saint, I found my place. And maybe, just maybe, history will remember me for what I was. Not a victim. But the girl who survived Dhanushkodi. And built a kingdom from the ruins of her own life.

* * *

When she finished speaking, the light outside had changed. The hills of Tirthala were quiet, the air thick with the kind of silence that follows truth. I sat there, still holding the taste of her words. Cleopatra. That wasn’t her name, but it was the only one that made sense. She had given me a beginning. And some tasty rasam.

“The rasam is good,” I said. “But my wife, makes it better.”

She laughed. It was like listening to music. “You are either a very loyal man, or a very wise one,” she said.

“I wish to write about you,” I said.

“I know,” she sighed. “But you can’t.”

I opened my mouth but she held her hand up.

“This,” she said, “is a debate we must have another day.”

She stood up and started walking. Not fast, not slow either. Just… gracefully. I left as well. The beautiful scenery of Tirthala failed to hold my attention. My mind was replaying the story that she had told me. But more than that, it was replaying the other stories that came to mind.

The woman who carved her own kingdom in the world of gambling.

An ingenuous drug queen who used the unlikeliest of methods to evade the law.

A “madam” from the brothels of G.B. Road who built her empire from the trade of flesh.

I reached home late in the night, my flight having been delayed. But I wasn’t tired. I headed straight for my room and started hunting through the boxes where I keep my old files and notes. I found one set in a box, another in a second. I kept upending boxes till I found all of them. The stories of the women of the underworld I had collected.

Up until that point, I had been debating whether or not I should write a sequel to Mafia Queens of Mumbai. The meeting with Cleopatra put that internal debate to rest. Her story deserved to be told, even if it came with conditions. And so did the stories of all the other women who ruled the world of crime.

So, here goes…


The Queen of Numbers: Jaya Chheda

June 13, 2008

A sleek black Scorpio raced along the Alibag- Pen Road, 100 kilometres away from Mumbai. Tall coconut trees and glimpses of the Arabian Sea flashed by in a blur. Inside, a controversial posse of men occupied the leather seats, surrounding Suresh Bhagat, the man at the centre of it all. He was portly, with thick eyebrows and small, dark eyes, who sat quietly with an expressionless face. The legacy of his father, Kalyanji Bhagat, had turned into a crown of thorns on his head, one that carried the weight of INR 3000 crores and a threat to his life.

Kalyanji Bhagat was a notorious figure in the underbelly of Mumbai. He became famous (or infamous) for running one of the city’s earliest matka gambling operations. Born in Gujarat, he moved to Mumbai in the 1940s and started as a small-time trader. He quickly noticed the lucrative potential in gambling and pioneered the matka system, where punters placed bets on random numbers, which were drawn daily. This grew into one of the biggest matka empires which eventually came into the hands of his son, Suresh Bhagat, who had managed it well until a threat to his life had surfaced from the unlikeliest of sources.

Tushar, the nephew of Suresh Bhagat, was driving the Scorpio. Kamlesh Salunkhe, the advocate who had handled the legal matters on Suresh’s behalf for years, was also in the vehicle. Behind them, Bhagat’s bodyguards, Dharmendra Singh and Milind Kadam, exchanged solemn looks. They were trained to stay quiet. Watchful.

No matter how fast or slow the car went, danger always lurked close when it came to men like Suresh. Valmiki Pawar and Kamlesh Kamble, his employees, completed the group.

Suresh had visited the Alibag courthouse earlier in the day. A victory in the narcotics case, no matter how minor, was still a win. But the moment he had seen Tushar standing by the SUV that had come to pick him up, that relief turned into bitterness. It should’ve been Hitesh, his son, waiting for him. Why had Hitesh not shown up? Bhagat climbed into the car and tried to shake off that strange heaviness which had surrounded him.

The vehicle sped on, carrying them all towards Mumbai. Bhagat turned his attention to the road. The scenery outside was beautiful. Hills. Greenery. The open sky stretching out. But the view did nothing for him. That heaviness was still there, sitting deep in his chest, refusing to budge. The breeze coming through the windows felt cool, almost calming. Tushar was still chatting with the others, laughing, while also staring out at the road ahead, not paying attention to anything in particular.

And then, out of nowhere, it appeared: the truck from hell. Moments ago, it had been just another vehicle in the distance, sticking to its lane. But in an instant, it changed tracks and was headed straight for the Scorpio. No warning. No time to react. Suresh barely had a chance to register it before the impact. The crash was deafening. Metal crumpled like a sheet of paper rolled into a ball. And the world spun out of control. Suresh’s skull cracked. His brain and eyes split out.

Five others, Tushar, Kamlesh, Dharmendra, Valmiki, Milind, were gone in an instant. The car turned into a mess of twisted metal and shattered glass. Blood splattered across the seats, pooling beneath the wreckage. On that hot afternoon of June 13, 2008, the legacy of the Bhagat empire lay scattered across the road, tangled up in a car-wreck.

The police arrived; too late to make a difference. They took one look at the carnage and did what they do best. Simplified it. The investigations led to a single conclusion: an accident. The blame was pinned on Pravin Shetty, the truck driver. His history showed no prior criminal records but he was charged with reckless driving. The file was stamped, signed and shelved. Case closed. No one dug deeper. No one questioned the pieces that didn’t fit. An accident was the easiest answer. The rest, ignored. No questions asked. Just a dead billionaire on a forgotten stretch of road.

In Mumbai, the news of Suresh Bhagat’s death shook the entire matka world. The industry, built on secrecy, was rattled by the sudden demise of its leader. For days, there was a sense of disbelief. But life carried on like it always did.

Three months later, quietly and without much attention, Suresh’s estranged wife, Jaya Chheda restarted Kalyan matka. This time, it was based out of Gujarat, far from its traditional base in Worli. Kalyan matka had always operated in Mumbai, the heart of Maharashtra, but no one questioned the move across the state’s borders. The numbers kept rolling. The money kept flowing. And the industry continued as though nothing had happened.

But Suresh’s brothers couldn’t let it go. Grief had consumed them in the months following his death. Now a different feeling was creeping in. Suspicion. They knew Jaya too well. She was cold. Calculating. Menacing. The accident, that truck, the sudden resurgence of the matka—it appeared all too convenient. Speculations of foul play began to surface. Something wasn’t right. They needed answers.

They took the matter to the Mumbai Crime Branch. The Crime Branch investigators, who had their own reasons to dig deeper, agreed to look into it. One of the officers looked up from a letter, his brow furrowing.

“Did you know your brother had written a letter?” he asked, glancing at the brothers.

“No,” one of them replied slowly, eyes narrowing. “What letter?”

The officer slid the paper across the table. It was a letter Suresh had sent before his death, addressed to the Crime Branch and the police commissioner. In it, he had made a chilling allegation that his ex-wife, Jaya Chheda, was plotting his murder. And she wasn’t alone. According to Suresh, she had the support of a mafia member she was intimately involved with.

“He knew,” one of the officers muttered. “He saw this coming.”

As the investigation progressed, the Crime Branch began to unravel a far darker truth than anyone had anticipated. What had initially been labelled an accident was no accident at all. And the prime suspect? Jaya Chheda. The demure woman who was once married to Suresh.

Suresh had tried to warn everyone. He had sent letter after letter to the police commissioner, spelling out Jaya’s plans. My wife is plotting to kill me, he had written in them. If anything happens to me, she will be responsible. But those words had fallen on deaf ears.

The system had moved on as if Suresh Bhagat didn’t matter. Ironically, those letters, the ones that could have saved him, only found their purpose after his death.

Why did Jaya Chheda kill Suresh Bhagat, her own husband? Wasn’t it like killing the golden goose? But Jaya was no ordinary woman. In the twisted world of crime, she was a master criminal, driven by ambition and greed.

The mafia worked on its own rules. Family loyalty usually held things together even if relationships were strained. Disagreements were common but quickly smoothed over.

Ratan Khatri, who was once Kalyanji’s protégé, also became a massive matka don. Yet his family remained untouched by internal conflict. There were no public spats or betrayals. But Kalyanji wasn’t as lucky. The family he built fell apart because of one woman, Jaya Chheda, who proved to be
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